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The Nature of Will in 
Operations Other-than-War 

In August 1982 the Umted States led a multr-national force mto Een-ut to provide securrty 

while Palestmian fighters evacuated by sea followurg an Israeli invasion of Lebanon The 

Marmes completed then nussion withm a month, but quickly returned followmg the massacre of 

Palestmman refugees by Israeli supported Lebanese nnlitras The Marmes now had an open- 

ended mission of stabillzmg the country while the Lebanese government regamed control ’ They 

were still there on October 23, 1983 when a truck bomb blew up the Marine barracks, lulling 241 

people Less than five months later, the Umted States pulled out, washmg its hands of the entire 

effort 

Ten years later, the United States led Operation RESTORE HOPE meSomaha to provrde 

security for desperately needed famme relief operatrons Although the rehef operations went 

well, Umted States forces were soon drawn mto a nation-bmldmg exercise ullth whrch the 

wamng Somali clans were far less wlllmg to cooperate On October 4, 1993, a group of Army 

Rangers was ambushed and relief helicopters shot down lallmg 15 Amencans and SubJectmg the 

American people to the spectacle of American bodies being dragged through the streets of 

Mogadlshu As m Beu-ut, the Umted States soon washed its hands of the whole effort, pulling 

out its troop m March 1994 

In both cases the United States gave up at the first sigmficant setback Why? The Umted 

States’ efforts had enjoyed some level of success up to that tune and, although the ongmal 

missions of the operations had expanded, the Umted States rmhtary could easily have increased 

its strength to prevent similar disasters from reoccurrmg The answer hes not in these areas of 

’ Agnes G Korbam, US Intervenfzon tn Lebanon, 1958 and 1’982 (New York Praeger Pubhshers, 1991), 53 



pohcy or strategy, but rather m understanding the role of nauonal will m the Umted States, its 

sources and most importantly, its hmitations 

The Role of National W111 

Clausewrtz proposed that national wG--or, to use hrs term, passron-was part of a trmrty 

comprismg the nature of war passron, reason, and chance Passion IS the realm of the people, 

reason, expressed as pohcy, 1s the realm of the government, and chance, expressed as the 

complexrty and fixtron of war, IS the realm of the mrhtary commander ’ Each element of the 

tnmty affects the others National wrll both compels and constrams policy makers 

Commanders’ strateges mdrrectly reflect nauonal will by hnkmg mrhtary objectives to pohtxal 

ObJectives Xatronal wrll directly affects commanders through Its impact on troop morale, 

recrurtmg, and limits on acceptable losses for a gven strategy 

Clausewrtz’s concept of the role of will reflected the trmes m whxh he lived He wrote 

from the perspectrve of Napoleomc Europe where democracies were a novelty and war had been 

the normal state of exrstence for several hundred years He could not have imagined a 

superpower democracy hke the Umted States where hmrted war would be taken to such an 

extreme that rt would no longer be war, but rather mrhtary operatrons other-than-war Under 

such conditrons, his concepts of the role of wrll may no longer be sufficient 

Clausewrtz argued that will should be kept m balance with the other legs of the tnmty 

“hke an8 object suspended between three magnets ” 3 To Clausewitz, the people’s passion was a 

spontaneous product of new-born natronahsm, to be used and controlled by soverergns m 

’ Carl von Clausew~a On War ed. and &am Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Prmceton Pnnceton Umversty 
Press, 1976), 89 
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response to threats Qmte the opposite IS true today in the Umted States where obeymg the will 

of the people is the pnmary concern of policy makers vvlth an eye on the next electron For us, 

national will is not an equal member of the trimty, but rather the preemment leg-controllmg, 

not under the control of pohcy makers and clrivmg them to actron or maction with equal ease 

Clausewitz also argued that passrons for war “must be mherent in the people 7’4 Hrs 

Europe was a place where wars for the survrval of the nation were the norm and colomzauon- 

the 18* century version of military operations other than war-was, as much as anythmg else, a 
_ - 

way to finance the milrtary machme necessary for smvrval in Europe The national will for such 

undertakmgs was a natural outgrowth of the survival mstmct’ In the Umted States, however, 

survival IS no longer an issue The-wrll to employ mrhtary forces for operations other-than-war 

must come from other sources 

Sources of National Will 

Kauonal will can arise from sources internal or external to the people Internal or core 

national will is the manifestation of a natron’s desire to survive It is Clausewrtz’s “passion” 

directed upward from the people to pohcy makers m the face of a threat Its ongms m the 

su~val mstmct make rt the most potent form of w-ill, the most resilient m the face of adversity, 

and the most likely to make sacnfices acceptable However, for the Umted States, it is also 

rarely seen Given our protectrve geography, the nuclear threat of the cold war and the threat to 

the South’s way of life dunng the CA War are perhaps the only two instances m our history 

where core will has been felt 

3 Ibld. 

'Ibd 
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Externally generated will can take three forms reacnon, polztzcal, or thzrd-par9 will 

Reaction will arises in response to a dramatic event and usually takes the form of revenge, as 

urlth Pearl Harbor Like core will, it is upward generated, dnvmg pohcy makers to actron and, 

like Pearl Harbor, it can be sustained m the face of adversity 

Political will is a downward drrected will where policy makers attempt to create a 

national consensus for a proposed pohcy Consensus can appear as active support reflected m 

polls or Congress or, more typically, rt can appear as the absence of orgamzed, vocal opposition 

In the former case, policy makers generally draw on emotional themes such as physical 

or economrc survival, democracy, honor, or opposition to totahtanan and communist regmes 

The lustrficatlon for Operation DESERT STORM typifies political will President Bush pamted 

images of both an honorable Amenca defending our allies and a demonic Saddam Hussein m 

order to mduce Congress, reflecting national will, to formally support the operation 

In the later case, pohcy makers use the same emotional images, but emphasize the 

benefits and mmmuze the costs and nsks to create national acceptance for an action 

Announcements of strict trme limits on operations or the use of overwhelmmg force m the face 

of seeming low threats are common ways to mvoke tlus form of pohtrcal will 

Third-party will IS created when the mass media or a special interest group (usually 

acting through the media) stars natronal passions through a sense of outrage or guilt It IS the 

weakest form of national will, but, m the age of CXN, it is rapidly emerging as a malor force in 

the Umted States pohcy process Recent operations m Bosma and Ruwanda are examples of 

thud-party will where daily images of genocide created pressures to respond to sltuauons where 

no obvrous vital national interest existed 

5 “Modem wars are seldom fought wthout hatred between natwus “, van Clausew~ On War, 138 
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Erodmg Influences on National Will 

Regardless of the source of natronal will, rt is not a constant Once aroused as a 

foundation to implement pohcy, leaders cannot assume rt wrll retam its intensity To sustam a 

pohcy, national will must be constantly retieshed in the face of the inevitable forces of erosion 

tune, mformatron, and events 

Time IS the most consistent enemy of national wrll It takes a certam amount of 

psychologrcal energy and focus for a people to create and sustam the wrll for any pohcy As 

other issues capture people’s attention or people trre of the sacnfices demanded by the policy, 

public support erodes In the absence of renewed stunulus, national will eventually becomes 

national acquiescence 

Informatron flow m the era of live television and satellite feeds can qurckly destroy 

national will The same CKK factor that can create thrrd-party will can end It The cumulatrve 

vrolence and carnage of modem battlefields may be no greater than m the past, but the hve, 

-graphic images of battle beamed mto our hvmg rooms gives war a gruesome immediacy absent 

in the glonfied w&ten accounts and newspaper photographs of prevrous ages Only an intense 

national w111 can wrthstand these images and remam focused on the pohcy objectives 

Fmally, national wrll 1s subject to a continuous waghmg of the costs and benefits of a 

pohcy When the benefit sought IS national survrval, national will can remain firm m the face of 

incredibly hrgh costs But when national will stems from an external source, it exrsts far closer 

to the cost-benefit margins Mission creep, battlefield losses, terronst attacks, or enemy 

propaganda can qurckly change the cost-benefit calculation 

5 



As erodmg influences work either individually or collectrvely, policy makers must 

constantly reassess the condmons and assumptions that formed the basis for the ongmal pohcy 

For the Cmted States, national wrll is a cntrcal “means” to a pohcy “end” Even if ends and 

means are in concert at the begmning of an operatron, as conditions change pohcy makers must 

reassess then means and ends calculations, adjustmg then pohcy if necessary Failure to do so 

invites the type of disasters that occurred m Beirut and Mogadlshu 

Beirut and Mogadishu Revisited 

Although our mterventrons m both Lebanon and Somalia resulted from a complex 

mixture of polmcal, economic, and humarutanan motrves, a review of these operations-purely 

from the standpomt of national will-highlights the mterplay of national will, eroding mfluences, 

and the dangers of a disconnect between pohcy and will 

In Beirut, polmcal wrll predominated The Reagan admunstration justified our 1982 

deployment to Congress and the public m terms of cold war con&t where Lebanon had become 

a battleground between our ally, Israel, and the Soviet ally, Syria 6 It was to be a “short-term 

msslon that could be quickly fixed and whose consequences could be easily antrcrpated 7’7 

Policy makers successfully created a rmmmum level of polmcal natronal will 

However, in the year that followed, our national ~11 deteriorated to mere tolerance as 

eroding mfluences began to have an effect Above all, the cost/benefit ratio changed What was 

ongmally justified as a clearly defined, quick fix to allow the Palestimans tune to evacuate, 

6 Kohm, US Interventzon m Lebanon, 53 
’ hd, 86 



became a poorly defined, open-ended effort in natron building 8 Regardless of whether or not the 

advertised benefit was still valid, the cost, m terms of time, dollars, and potential nsk increased 

tremendously As an open-ended effort the sunple passage of time wrthout a payoff also 

contnbuted to the erosion of will Fmally, the media played Its part After fourteen months of 

watchmg our embassy being bombed, Marmes being Ced upon, usually wrthout returmng fire, 

and nationally syndicated pohtical cartoons deprctmg Marmes as ducks in a shootmg galleryg, 

the arguments for a cold war balance of power contest became a distant memory 

Together, these factors left our passion for politrcal objectives m Lebanon fragile at best 

When the Marine barracks was bombed, our passion finally cracked The cost exceeded the 

benefit to the extent that our natronal wrll reversed itself Despite President Reagan’s desrre to 

contmue the nuss~on, the rest of Washmgton developed “pullout fever”, forcing the rushed 

withdrawal of our troops m February 1984 “amrd ndrcule from the French [allies] and utter 

drsappomtment and despau from the Lebanese “lo 

In Somalia, thrrd-party will predominated A variety of outside mfluences worked on 

both the American people and the government Images of starvmg children, m what was called 

“a lovely televisron war” came mto our homes mghtly, playing on America’s humamtarran self- 

image I1 Amencan’s desrre to be seen as rehgrously and racially unbiased was also a factor, as 

Muslim nations pointedly asked why the Umted States was unwilling to help Muslim people m 

Somalia or Bosma Fmally, the Umted Nations, wrth the prodding of relief agencies, passed a 

resolutron calhng for protectron for relief workers, many of whom were Amencan I2 The result 

8 l&Id, 122 
’ bexus M Frank, US Marmes m Lebanon, 1982-1984 (WashmgIon D C. History and Museums Dwmon., 
Headquarters U S Mame Corps, 1987), 64 
lo George P Shultz, Turn1011 and Trmnph I& Years as Secretary of State (New York Chades Scnbner’s Sons, 
1993), 230-23 1 
” “The BhndEye of Televmon”, US Akm and WorldReport, 1s January, 1993, S4+ 
” “Chron010gy Background to O~~EUIOII Restore Hope”, US Departhent of State D~sparch, 21 December, 1992 
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was a strong thud-party national will expressed in a 79% public approval rating for the uutral 

deployment m December of 1992 I3 

But, as in Beirut, artrficmlly mduced national will proved fleeting m the face of changmg 

costs and nsks In March 1993 the mrssron changed from a U S led relief effort to a Umted 

Nations led natron building effort, wrth a drastxally reduced US combat troop presence -4t the 

same tune, the leading Somalia warlord, Mohammed Adrd, decided a successful natron building 

effort might not leave him in charge and escalated the violence Yet, ifthe new rmssron, lower 

troop levels and increasing vrolence caused policy makers to reassess the costs and nsks, rt was 

not reflected m the overwhelmmgly passed Congressronal resolutron approvmg the new 

mission l4 

However, as the Amencan public saw the vrolence escalate it certamly made a 

reassessment Media scenes of starvmg, grateful people became scenes of looted warehouses 

Scenes of overwhelmmg Amencan power and comphant Somahs became scenes of limited U S 

power and reemergmg Somali violence m an open-ended mrssron Scenes of the Umted Katrons 

promotmg the noble cause of farmne rehef became scenes of the Umted Nations takmg sides m a 

c~vrl war Thus, by the end of September, Just a week before the Ranger raid, only 43% of 

Amencans approved of mvolvement and 46% Qsapproved l5 Time, an abundance of graphx 

mformation, and dramatrcally altered costs and nsks, had eroded nauonal wrll to the point that 

contmuing Amencan mvolvement reflected momentum rather than national wrll 

When the Rangers were attacked on 4 October, even the momentum disappeared The 

attack could very easily have reinvigorated our national will, m the form of revenge-driven 

reactron will In fact, President Clmton’s announcement of an immediate doublmg of Amencan 

I3 “Wheu to go, when to Stay”, Time, Ott 4, 1993,40+ 
l4 J F 0 McAIhter, and others “Anatomy of a D~saste?‘, Tzme, Ott 18,1993, 4W 
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combat troop strength 111 Somalia seemed to antrcrpate a fresh mandate for action l6 But the 

reactron wrll farled to take hold in the face of our continued mability to define the msslon m 

Somalia beyond t&g revenge on Adrd Thus, m the face of intense Congressronal pressure 

reflecting the now reversed national will to drsengage, the Clmton admrmstratron, w&n a week 

of the bombing, announced our complete withdrawal by the end of March 1994 I7 

The lesson of Beirut and Mogadrshu is not that the Umted States does not have the 

national will to conduct operatrons other-than-war m the face of setbacks The lesson IS that m 

operauons other-than-war, natronal ~111, wlule strong enough to inmate an operatron, IS 

nonetheless fragile and does not necessanly stay strong enough to sustain an operatron- 

especially m the face of the mrssron creep to whrch the United States IS so prone 

As policy makers balance ends, ways, means and nsks, they must treat thrs fragile 

natronal will as rf rt were a means, subject to forces that degrade or destroy rt As mrsslons 

change, nsks mcrease, or strategies evolve, pohcy makers must constantly assess national will to 

ensure It still constrtutes suffrcrent means to the desrred end And for that they must understand 

rt In war, Clausewrtz admomshes statesmen that then “most far reachmg act ofjudgment” IS to 

understand the nature of war,l* but 111 operatrons other-than-war, rt may be more rmportant for 

them to understand the nature of will 

l5 “When to go, When to Stay, 40+ 
” ‘Anatomy of a Dsaster”, 40+ 
” John R Eolton, &Wrong Tum m Somaha” Forezgn Ajizrs, (January/Februaq 19943 65 
‘* von Clausewtq On War, 88 
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